O'Neillean Concept of Tragedy
Tragedy as a concept has evolved through different phases, in each of which it has acquired certain features and characteristics. It has a variety of meanings and applications in criticism and literary history. In drama, it refers to a particular kind of play, in which the main character is brought to ruin or suffers extreme sorrow, especially as a consequence of a tragic flaw, moral weakness, or inability to cope with unfavorable circumstances. O'Neill will not be outdated, for his concern was with almost all techniques of modern drama. He dealt with tragedy which is outside time. At the beginning of part two, when Ephraim tells Abbie that he would rather burn the farm down than leave it to Eben, but that he will only leave the farm to a male heir, she recognizes her opportunity. Vowing to him that she will bear him a son, she sets out to seduce Eben. Abbie succeeds by
promising Eben to give him the love he seeks from his dead mother. Part two concludes with scene four in which Abbie and Eben declare their love for each other. "An' I love ye, Abbie! now I kin say it! been dyin' fur want o' ye-every hour since ye came! I love ye.")2.3.48.30( Meanwhile Ephraim remains blissfully unaware of the betrayal that has just been perpetrated by his wife and son.
Part three starts with the townspeople who have come to celebrate with Ephraim Cabot the birth of his son, whom they all know to be Eben's, which makes the celebration highly ironic. Abbie wanders looking for Eben who is sitting in a room upstairs. Eben then expresses his resentment at having to keep his paternity secret, and Abbie reassures him that she loves him and "Somethin's bound t' happen". )3.2.64.10( The father then meets Eben and tells him that the farm will be passed on to the new son born to him and Abbie. Eben reacts with rage at the idea that he has been used by Abbie, and his impulse is to kill her; Cabot steps in his way, just as Abbie enters. She tries to comfort Eben who turns on her and accuses her of deceiving him in order to steal the farm, and he vows to leave her and the farm behind. When he suggests that the birth of their son has changed everything, Abbie contrives to win his love back by removing the obstacle that she understands has now come between them. After that, when Eben learns that she has murdered their son, )to overcome the obstacle( he reacts with horror and continuing distrust of the woman he had previously claimed to love, suspecting first that Abbie intends to pin the murder on him and then that she selfishly did it to hurt him )ye killed him fur bein' mine!(.)3.3.67.21( As he vows revenge and races off to get the sheriff to arrest her, Abbie collapses in grief over losing Eben's love.
At the end of part three, Cabot learns that Abbie has murdered the baby, and that Eben, and not he, is the father. "I hate ye! I love Eben. I did from the fust. An' he was Eben's son-mine an' Eben's-not your'n!" )3.4.71.26(. Furious that she has killed the baby and dazed by the reality of what has transpired between his wife and son; he resigns himself to his lonesomeness. At first, he vows to destroy the farm and leave to seek his fortune with his other two sons in California, but when he learns that the money he has saved is gone )exchanged by Eben for his brothers' shares of the farm(, he resigns himself to follow the hand of God and remain on the farm alone. "God A' mighty, I be lonesomer'n ever!")3.4.73.4( Meanwhile, Eben returns from the sheriff's having a change of heart. He throws himself at Abbie's knees, asks for forgiveness, declares his love for her, and vows to share in her punishment whatever that may be "prison 'r death 'r hell r' As the sheriff arrests Abbie for murder, he asks no questions about the motive, and she seems determined to accept her punishment. Eben, who has not had a direct hand in the murder, makes a case against himself, as he vows to share in Abbie's punishment; he says he is equally guilty by association, for putting the idea of murdering the baby in Abbie's mind. Of course, when he accepts punishment along with Abbie, it is implicitly for the other sins he has committed. In the end, however, although punished, Abbie and Eben have each other. As such it seems that crimes and sins will be punished, but at the same time, that love triumphs over all. One key word in the title of the play, elms, suggests an important theme of the play when understood in the context of O'Neill's use. As described in the stage directions, these trees "protect" and "subdue"; their "sinister maternity" suggests an ambivalent attitude about motherhood, and by extension, about family. As a child develops and matures, the family is obviously a source of protection from the outside world, but at the same time, it can overprotect a child to the point of oppression, in which case the maturing child begins to feel confined and even stifled as an individual.
Through his description of the elms, O'Neill seems to place the burden for this paradoxical effect on the mother, an emphasis that is reinforced throughout the play in Eben's relationship with both his deceased mother and his new stepmother. Ironically, in promising to protect him, as his mother would, Abbie seduces him, which releases him from his "subdued" role as son, and allows him to become her lover.
The seduction of Eben suggests another major theme of this play that is also found in its title, desire. Each character wants to possess something, or someone. Peter and Simeon desire wealth and they leave the farm to seek their fortune out in California. The three main characters Ephraim, Eben and Abbie all desire to own the farm, and they become locked in an intense struggle for possession of it. Desire of the flesh also drives both Eben and lack of awareness suggests a blindness that is characteristic of human existence. Through his use of irony, O'Neill suggests that there is an unknown, and perhaps unknowable, force that drives human experience. As much as humans believe that they control their own destiny, the evidence of life, ironically, suggests otherwise. On the other hand, the play describes the powerful effect of a strong father on his family. Ephraim Cabot, who is the primal father, oppresses the whole family. He is cruel, harsh and unable to relate to his sons. Ephraim is as hard as a stone. His symbol in the play is the stones: When I come here fifty odd years ago -I was jest twenty an 'the strongest an' hardest ye evr seen -ten times as strong an ' fifty times as hard Peter: He's slaved himself t' death. He's slaved Sim 'n' me 'n"yew t" death-on'y none o' us haint't died-yit.)1.2.7.8-13( O'Neill makes use of the mother archetype to reflect Eben's personality.
Eben's internal conflict is not to be missed, for it goes to the psychological ‫العدد‬ ‫الثامن‬ ‫عشر‬ ( 2017 ) ‫الجزء‬ ‫الرابع‬ core of O'Neill's play. The exploration of Eben's personality must be based on his relation with his mother.
The main source of Eben's tragedy must be sought in his psychological quest for a mother figure. In the person of the protagonist, Eben, the play presents an inner conflict between emotional demands for a woman and inner subjectivity. O'Neill explores the dilemma in Eben's character. The origin of Eben's problem goes back to his early childhood.
Eben's quest is only a reflection of the need for an emotional bond. Eben's mother always plays an active part in Eben's quest although she does not exist physically. She does not appear in the play. Eben narrates his infantile remembrances about his mother and father, his fondness for his mother and his hatred for his father to his brothers at the beginning of the play. He discovers that his father and his mother do not love each other. Eben's hatred of his father leads him to seek for emotional satisfaction of his feelings in his step-mother, Abbie. She is the first woman with whom Eben comes into contact, and she has a great role to play in the development of Eben's masculinity. Eben unconsciously responds to his step-mother as a woman. His hard and isolated self is the result of a lack of a strong father's love. Abbie, who is the figure of the mother archetype, forms the foundation of the mother-complex on the son. Moreover, one of the tragic elements O'Neill used in his play is the haunting past. The past in this play determines and controls the tragic action. It controls the present and creates the future.
Throughout the play, we feel the dominance of Eben's mother although she is not seen on the stage. "But I'll git vengeance, too! I'll pray Maw't come back to help me-to put her cuss on yew an' him!")3. Eben is the victim of a sinister maternity which is of his own creation. He talks to his mother as if she is not dead. The claims of the past make the play a revenge play. As Normand Berlin remarks, " Eben's mother, like Hamlet's father, seems to be saying throughout: "Remember me!" Mother hangs over the play and lurks within the play; she acquires a deterministic force as potent as the Greek drama". A sin has been committed against 
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